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The Out of the Box Festival of Early Childhood is a unique public event in Australia 
designed to enrich the creative and cultural lives of children aged 3-8 years and their 
communities. The research linked to this festival is based on the premise that parents’ 
participation in, and value of the arts, impacts engagements with, and value placed on 
the arts by their children. This study investigates the ways that a large cultural 
institution creates engaging relationships with parents of young children.  We outline 
a program involving perception development, knowledge building, critical friends and 
outcome measurement and we identify attributes of the festival that enable a family-
friendly arts environment. Early findings on the impact of activities on parent and 
child pursuit of the arts as an area of social and cultural enrichment enabled us to 
propose strategies for enhancing arts participation by parents and young children. 
 
Le Festival Out of the Box de la Première Enfance est un événement public unique en 
Australie conçue pour enrichir les vies créatrices et culturelles des enfants entre 3 et 8 
ans, et de leurs parents et communautés.  La recherche liée festival est basée sur la 
prémisse que la participation des parents et leur appréciation des arts exercent une 
grande influence sur leurs enfants. Cette étude examine comment une grande 
institution culturelle a crée des rapports avec les parents de petits enfants. Nous 
décrivons un programme impliquant la présence des amis critiques, le développement 
de la perception, la construction de connaissances, et l'évaluation des résultats afin 
d'identifier les attributs d'un festival qui met en place un environnement artistique 
attrayant pour les familles. Les premiers résultats de notre recherche démontrant 
 2 
l'impact du festival sur l'appréciation des arts comme un secteur d'enrichissement 
social et culturel - nous permettent de proposer des stratégies d'avenir pour augmenter 
la participation des parents et des petits enfants dans les arts. 
 
 
Aus dem Kasten-Festtag der Frühen Kindheit ist ein einzigartiges öffentliches 
Ereignis in Australien entwarf, die kreativen und kulturellen Leben von Kindern im 
Alter von 3-8 Jahren und ihren Gemeinschaften zu bereichern. Die zu diesem Festtag 
verbundene Forschung beruht auf der Voraussetzung dass Teilnahme von Eltern in, 
und Wert der Künste, Einfluß-Verpflichtungen mit, und Wert gestellt auf den Künsten 
dadurch. Diese Studie untersucht die Arten, wie ein großes kulturelles 
Institut(Einrichtung) einnehmende Beziehungen mit Eltern von kleinen Kindern 
schafft. Wir entwerfen ein Programm, das Wahrnehmungsentwicklung, Kenntnis-
Gebäude, kritische Freunde und Resultat-Maßnahme beteiligt(einschließt), und wir 
identifizieren Attribute des Festtages, die eine familie-freundliche 
Kunstumwelt(Kunstumgebung) befähigen.   Frühe Feststellungen auf dem Einfluß 
von Tätigkeiten auf Elternteil und Kind-Verfolgung der Künste als ein Gebiet der 
sozialen und kulturellen Bereicherung ermöglichten uns, Strategien vorzuschlagen, 
um Kunstteilnahme durch Eltern und kleine Kinder zu erhöhen..    
 
El festival infantil “Out of the Box” (Fuera de la caja) es un acontecimiento público 
único en Australia, diseñado para enriquecer la vida creativa y cultural de los niños de 
entre 3 y 8 años, así como de sus comunidades. La investigación relacionada con este 
festival está basada en el presupuesto de que la participación de los padres y el valor 
del arte influyen en la implicación y el valor que los niños asignan al arte. Este 
estudio investiga cómo una gran institución cultural crea relaciones que involucran a 
padres de niños de corta edad. Presentamos un programa que comprende el desarrollo 
de la percepción, la construcción del conocimiento, la creación de amigos críticos y la 
medida de los resultados. También identificamos las propiedades del festival que 
promueven entornos familiares con inquietudes por el arte. Los primeros hallazgos 
sobre el impacto de estas actividades en la interacción con el arte de padres e hijos, 
como un área de enriquecimiento social y cultural, nos han permitido proponer 





Since 1992 the Queensland Performing Arts Centre (QPAC) has produced and 
presented the Out of the Box Festival of Early Childhood (OOTB), a unique public 
event in Australia. OOTB is designed to enrich the creative and cultural lives of 
children aged 3-8 years and their communities. The biennial, week long event, is core 
business of the QPAC which allows children’s creative activities literally to take over 
the complex, a major public institution situated in the centre of Brisbane. The festival 
acknowledges and engages the critical skills and discerning tastes of its young 
participants, presenting diverse, outstanding work that is for, by, and about children. It 
symbolises the collective responsibility the city of Brisbane has towards its young 
children, who form approximately 12% of the population. 
 
Such importance given by major public institutions in Australia to children is unusual. 
Analysis of distributional allotments of funding by institutions, directly to advance the 
interests and serve the needs of children, is difficult as most agencies do not attend 
specifically to children as a group deserving distinguishable core funding. Whereas 
non-government agencies such as Save the Children undertake vital work in the 
Australian community, children and their specific interests, concerns and needs are 
barely on the public, corporate or private record of social enterprise. This was 
apparent at the time of the review by OECD of Australian ECEC policy and services. 
Reviewers pointed out that there was a need for the country to espouse shared values 
or a vision of children and childhood in Australia (OECD, 2001). This work is only 
beginning. 
 
OOTB as a major early childhood arts festival, to our knowledge, is unique in the 
world. It caters specifically for children aged 3-8 years and is designed around a 
strong philosophical and curatorial framework (Richer, 2003), combined with an 
explicit evaluation and development cycle that builds the capacity and impact of this 
festival as a major provider of children’s aesthetic, cultural and artistic learning. This 
paper outlines the study of the festival in 2004, the first year of achieving ‘core 
business’ status. We describe the philosophical and conceptual orientation, 
partnership involved, and the research program. We present evidence gathered during 
the 2004 festival and, based on the data, outline program attributes that illustrate the 
kind of experiences in which children engaged. Given the early phase of development 
of the research we draw tentative conclusions by proposing likely strategies 
enhancing part and child participation in the arts. The significance of this festival as 
an on-going site of learning and engagement for children, artists, parents, carers, 
teachers and pre-service students of early childhood and the arts is highlighted. 
Place of Out of the Box (OOTB) 
This early childhood festival is located in government and corporate discourse as a 
contributor to the broad QPAC goal of creating and delivering ‘a program of 
extraordinary events and experiences that are accessible to diverse audiences’ – in this 
case, children aged 3-8, their parents, and the wider community. OOTB recognises 
that children represent more than “the future”. In the planning and implementation of 
every aspect of the festival, children are seen as ‘competent beings’, keen for 
knowledge, rich in the way they encounter and learn from daily experience, creative 
and imaginative (Gardner, 1999; Duffy, 1998; Wood, 1998). The festival positions 
children at the centre of the cultural space, providing rich, diverse experiences to 
support child engagement and learning. Children have opportunities to engage with 
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each other, their families, friends, artists, students and staff. Children can represent 
symbolically what they experience, know and feel strongly about. Australian children, 
like many children in western countries, are increasingly multi-literate, interpreting 
meaning and content across a variety of forms in ways that surprise adults. The 
festival aims to provide a programme for the musical, literal, artistic, physical, 
technological and spatial intelligences of children (after Gardner, 1999), connecting 
with their lived experience. To this end, the program leads pedagogy based on the 
critical importance of the arts to the education of all people.  
 
A clear intention of the festival and its linked activities is to engage with topics that 
may be seen as controversial, troubling or serious. Rather than protect children from 
the marketplace the festival allows space to engage with children, listen to and 
explore the complexity and range of their views. Encounters are provided that 
stimulate a range of emotions and situations, and allow expression by children of the 
range of their lived experience. In so doing the festival does not ignore but reaches 
beyond the more common targets of entertainment and fun in children’s 
programming.  The research program surrounding OOTB seeks to understand 
contemporary experience of young children, engaging with children themselves in 
order to understand more intimately their perceptions. In this context parents, school 
staff, undergraduates, artists, researchers and the wider community have an 
opportunity to encounter and learn about contemporary Australian children and their 
ideas, away from the time, space and institutional constraints of schools and other 
more formal early childhood settings. 
 
By encouraging a children’s takeover of the State Performing Arts Centre during the 
festival, Out of the Box increases the visibility of children in public life. This aspect of 
the work may not be unusual in some countries where children have a strong and 
central place as citizens with rights and voices that are taken seriously, and where 
there is a robust and well disseminated body of literature and research on childhood as 
a social phenomenon (see for example, Qvortrup, 1994). But as yet in Australia, 
children have little, direct agency in the areas of public space, workplaces, education 
and care.  Activity targeted towards promoting visions of children and childhood, 
neither related to commodities and marketplaces nor to acquiring narrow sets of skills, 
is both confronting and new. In this context, although Out of the Box has been 
evolving and developing for over a decade the work is at an early stage. 
 
The context in Australia is right for such work. The country is arguably the most 
affluent it has ever been. Records of GDP growth in OECD countries verify the 
strength of the Australian economy, 3.5% relative to an OECD average of 2.6%, 
(OECD, 2004) and hence, its capacity to act in the better interests of children. The 
need to do so is marked. Stanley, the 2003 Australian of the year, asserted that 
contemporary Australian society was toxic for children (ABC, 2003), especially for 
children of Aboriginal descent and children living in poverty. Hamilton (2003) sees 
Australia as:  
A society obsessed with ‘ making it’ – in which the makers of success demand 
extraordinary commitment to paid employment –[Australia] has little time to nurture 
its children with the care they require and deserve. Once a part of an age-old process 
of reproducing and attaining emotional fulfilment as an adult, children are 
increasingly expressions of the parents preoccupations and abstract ideas ( p.45)   
Because of these contextual factors the design of public programs and the 
development of public spaces for children are catalysts for change. Such activity is 
germane to any re-visioning of children and childhood that takes place in Australia. 
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Re-visioning the way children might be regarded in any community is bold. Doing 
this in conjunction with the Arts may be viewed in some quarters as novel and 
challenging because other work highlights the lack of focus Australian education 
systems give to the Arts in current curriculum and pedagogical practice. Both 
nationally and at state level Australia heralds literacy and numeracy development as 
foremost activity in schools, including in the early years (DEST 2002; DEST, 2000; 
Education Queensland; 2003). A narrow focus on these elements, whether intended or 
unintended, denies the richness of possibility in the arts for children’s learning both in 
itself, and for instrumental purposes such as those related to literate behaviour. 
Research by McArdle (2003) on the arts as a holding space in early childhood settings 
clearly depicts the challenges and the narrow perspective of many mainstream school 
and centre-based sites of learning. Out of the Box therefore, is breaking new ground 
both in its respect for children and in the way artistic endeavours, aesthetic and 
cultural understandings are realised and extended. Fundamental principles (Richer, 
2003) that guided the work of Out of the Box 2004 include: 
o Children are cultural contributors: When children are stereotyped and 
homogenised within popular culture as consumers of material goods and 
services, focusing on children as cultural contributors enables better 
connection with children’s diverse lived experiences. In providing content, 
form, contexts, and environments that reflect children’s needs and interests the 
festival employs a grounded aesthetic – children’s pathways to creative 
development. 
o Childhood has changed: After a decade of work related to the festival, 
guidance through use of  Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences (1999) and 
continuous action to recognise the importance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander contents and forms to the cultural development of children, current 
work based on this principle examines the changes in childhood in recent 
years. Discussions are focused on the apparent re-construction of 
contemporary children within the media and popular culture, the 
commercialisation of childhood and meanings behind apparent moral panic 
about the state of children and youth today. 
o Children learn creatively: This principle promotes the values of aesthetic 
learning and education through arts-based experiences. It recognises children 
need to be equipped to operate within the information and knowledge 
economy and recognises their need to develop navigational, editing and 
selection skills. It also recognises the contributions of school communities to 
the success of the festival, and the needs of such communities in relation to the 
festival. The principle accommodates creative processes for children as well as 
learning in, about and through aesthetic experiences. 
o Children need appropriate care: This principle is concerned to provide 
children with safe environments (physically, socially and emotionally), 
respect, and appropriate care. It also is concerned with the development of 
partnerships that reflect the ethos of the festival and responsible 
communication with festival stakeholders. It commits to an advocacy 
responsibility in recognition of the rights, needs and experiences of children, 
particularly within creative and cultural contexts. 
Partnership 
The primary group for which OOTB is designed are children aged 3-8 years. 
Secondary participants include parents, grandparents, carers, artists, teachers and 
education communities. Over 60,000 children, their parents and carers took part in the 
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2004 festival. Not including parents/guardians, over 600 adults were directly involved 
with the children, comprising: 323 artists and arts workers including Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander and other culturally and linguistically diverse performers 
(n=151) from disparate parts of Queensland and the Torres Strait and Pacific Islands; 
281 volunteers; and 8 university students seconded to work with artists in the design 
and development of the programs and activities.. In addition 77 front-of-house staff 
worked in the academy during the program, including stage door and first aid officers 
and 172 technical production workers supported the programs.  
 
The key financial stakeholder of Out of the Box is the Queensland Government and 
financial and “in-kind” support is provided by diverse stakeholders including 56 
corporate sponsors, the creative industries sector, artists and arts-workers, the 
education sector and the Queensland University of Technology. Partnership activity 
takes place around and beyond the festival, particularly in the alternate year to festival 
operation. For example, in 2003 a national symposium, which informed the strong 
philosophical curatorial positioning and design of the 2004 festival, investigated 
innovative ways of working with children in the arts. Zournazi, the resident 
philosopher, explored ‘hope’ as a construct and as a basic emotion (Zournazi, 2003) 
and explored how hope may be found in a world that seems increasingly fragile. 
 
The partnership generated an action research program to track and review 
developments. The first element of this work Learning Partnerships with Parents of 
Young Children concurrently placed high value on children as research partners in the 
process. Parents’ own participation in and valuing of the arts influences the 
engagement of and value placed upon the arts by their children. This study engaged 
parents at the festival and analysed and reviewed parent actions related to exposing 
their children to the festival and its diverse events. 
 
Developing partnerships in the interest of children is challenging. Because of the 
diverse groups among the adults involved, the different perceptions and values 
attributed to family background, gender, religion, race, level of education, state and 
regional locality (urban/rural), and the different views and understandings about 
children, the communications among participants are dynamic and sometimes 
difficult.  For example, market models of early childhood services prevalent in 
Australia have the capacity to devalue the partnership role parents have beyond the 
purchasing of service. To try to accommodate some of these complex issues, remain 
constructive, and develop direction for a festival, a curatorial statement (Richer, 2003) 
served to address the market model and community approaches to partnership. 
Through this process parents were reinforced as needed and active participants in the 
whole of their children’s care and education. A fundamental challenge to all early 
education partnerships is to realise and value diversity while simultaneously forging 
common directions that foster a just and humane society. 
 
Project partnership work (symposia, meetings, workshops, forums, debates) drew on 
the TORI model for partnership (Gibb, 1972). This model: builds a climate of trust 
(T); works for open and direct communication (O); ensures individuals have 
opportunities to realise (R) their own goals within the goals of the group; and fosters 
the enculturation of members to work inter-dependently (I) with others. The festival 
development and research undertaking involved: 
o collaborative design of the study; 
o sensitivity to the roles of all participants; 
o techniques, tasks and activities that localised the work to the festival and its 
setting; 
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o follow-up and feedback through regular meetings; 
o a research-based approach to ensure future development and on-going 
improvement of the festival. 
The program in 2004 
The OOTB program presented 28 different arts experiences for children using forms 
ranging from performance to visual art. The program comprised large and small-scale 
performances, hands on workshops and a range of indoor and outdoor activities and 
events. All events were created specifically for young children, were of high, 
professional quality, produced, directed and performed by professional artists. 
 
Over 6 days OOTB presented 126 ticketed workshops, 178 ticketed performances and 
all-day free events including, exhibitions, installations and public art.  The festival 
utilised eight venues within QPAC as well as foyers, exhibition spaces and outdoor 
areas. A major indoor performance was a production of The Red Tree, an allegorical 
tale of hope and renewal written and illustrated by Shaun Tan (2003). This story 
follows a child’s incredible journey through a day of ups and downs. The large-scale 
performance presented spectacular puppetry, visual theatre and a sublime soundtrack 
to provide a surreal and memorable theatre experience of 55 minutes. A major 
outdoor event, a central feature of the festival, was The Island, a daily programme of 
dance and music from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander performers and 
performers from other Pacific Islands. The environment was designed as a chill-out 
space for children and their parents, enabling their participation, as well as their need 
to come and go. 
The action research 
The choice of action research methodology (after Kemmis, 2000, 1993) for the project 
enabled the study to blend into a major public festival and achieve the collaborative 
aims of the partners. The strategies chosen enabled documentation of the impact of 
festival activities on child and parent: perceptions of the arts; assessment of own 
aesthetic development; and desire to continue involvement in the arts. Four questions 
directed the study: 
 
o What are family audience’s experiences and perceptions of the 2004 Out of the 
Box festival? 
o What attributes of the festival make it a family-friendly environment, assisting 
parents and children to engage in the arts? 
o How do parents contribute to their children’s experience and perceptions of 
the arts? 
o What is the impact of festival activities on parents’ and children’s pursuit of 
the arts as an area of social and cultural enrichment? 
We sought to measure: 
o The way a range of activities assist parents and children engage in the arts 
outside school settings; 
o The impact of activities on parent and child pursuit of the arts as an area of 
social and cultural enrichment. 
 
Three strategies were used to record information about child and parents/carers views: 
o A sample of 160 parents was interviewed during the festival.  Of this group 
the responses of 118 parents were recorded. 
o A focus group discussion was conducted on the final day. This was in two 
parts: involved children; and parents/carers. During the process conversation 
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was generated between children and parents and the discussions were audio 
taped and later transcribed. 
o Observational data were collected on The Red Tree exhibit and the associated 
activity in a venue adjacent to the major production. 
 
The aspects of the study design welcomed by participants included the strong sense of 
the importance of collaboration, and the focus on specific partnership strategies and 
priorities for the partners. Partnership was a central tenet of the study, bringing 
together critical reflection, collaboration, and group decision-making. 
Results and Discussion 
1 Experiences and perceptions 
Eighty-three parents (70%) were first time visitors, almost two-thirds being in 
attendance for over 3 hours and the remaining one-third staying between 1 and 3 
hours. Parents gave three main reasons for attending: a fun day out, exposure to the 
arts and learning opportunities. Opportunity for their children to socialise was 
considered less important. With regard to the specific events or activities, 
performances were more favoured than workshops (87:45) and free events were the 
most popular overall (107). In the case of performances, parents indicated that topic 
and availability were important reasons for their choice, whereas in free events, cost 
and availability were cited as reasons for participation. In most cases parents reported 
selecting the activities experienced by their children, although children were given 
some responsibility in this area (see Figure 1). “Others” who chose activities included 
friends, grandparents, colleagues and children’s teachers. 
 
<insert Figure 1> 
Perceived benefits of attendance 
Parents were asked about the benefits of young children participating in community 
arts events. Parent response categories included:  
o Exposure to the arts  (n=27) children need to be exposed to art at its many 
levels – movement, song, acting etc; exposure to community arts activities not 
available in a regional town; variety of stimulating events that give this age 
group a good taste of the many forms of arts. 
o Exposure to “different” experiences (n= 22): exposure to more than the 
everyday; exposure to a variety of experiences specifically for age group, but 
no rides (good thing!!) 
o Learning opportunities (n=20): creative learning; children’s idea’s enhanced; 
inspiring for adults and children; learning consolidated at home – we will 
look at TV now and think of the camera 
o Socialisation (n=18): good for children to get out into the community; 
opportunities for children and parents to join in together; multi-generational.  
o Exposure to live theatre/performances (n=13): introduction to live theatre with 
great cultural value; opportunity for young children to experience live; 
performance, even if they don’t go to a special show [paid performance]; 
child sees live performances (as opposed to TV, video, movies); children see 
different things than “commercial” shows and TV; if children don’t see 
performance when young, hard for them to get into it later on. 
o Opens children’s eyes and broadens their minds (n=12): opens children up to 
so many possibilities; children are able to experience the fact that there are 
many ways to look at the world; extends children’s play repertoire. 
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o Builds children’s participation in the arts (n=11): makes arts accessible to 
children – they can take part and it’s not scary; opportunity to develop 
lifelong interest in the arts and performing; builds children’s confidence 
o Exposure to cultural diversity (n=9): exposes child to other cultures, cultural 
diversity, helps child understand what culture is. 
Virtual and real worlds in children’s experience 
The importance of exposing young children to high quality and culturally diverse arts 
experiences is well highlighted amongst responses from parents.  Particularly strong 
are the comments by parents that exposure to live performance is crucial for today’s 
generation of young children, who have been born into a “dominant screen culture” 
(Richer, 2004, Weddell, 2003). 
 
Interactions that took place during the Children’s Forum (focus group sessions) 
illustrated the pervasiveness of “the screen” on young children’s lives: 
Judith: Friends of the Festival, well, what have you’ve just seen? 
Child: The Red Tree. 
Child: I saw The Red Tree too. 
Child: I saw it on the movies. 
[Children’s Forum, transcript, p.1] 
 
Judith: If you were to tell the person who was the big boss of Out of the Box what  
you would definitely want to see next time again, what would you say? 
Child: I want to see another movie please. 
Child: I’d like to see a movie called The Blue Boy. 
Child: I just want to see the Cat in the Hat movie. 
Child: I want to see Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Escaban. 
[Children’s Forum, transcript, p.16]  
 
Prompted by an adult, children explore the concept of live and on-screen 
performance: 
Judith: I’ve got a very big question I’d like to ask... What’s the difference 
 between a movie and a show? 
Child: It’s because one’s a video and one’s not a video. 
Judith: So this is not a video. So tell me what is different about that. 
Child: It’s because one’s a little screen and one’s actually one that’s on the big 
screen, and one’s actually real people doing real things. 
Judith: Oh, so these were real people on that stage? OK. 
Child: No they weren’t. 
Judith: They weren’t real? 
Child: They were puppets. They were only pretend. 
Vivien: Could some of the things that were happening be real? 
Child: The girl was. 
Judith: Do you think the girl was real? 
Child: Yep, ‘cause the girl walked and she blowed numbers. 
 [Children’s Forum, transcript, p.12-13]  
 
Adult participants discussed the impact of live performance on young children and the 
need to explore further the discrimination between “live” and “mediated” experiences 
in children’s lives: 
 
Felicity: I saw a little boy very distraught, crying with his father, but he ran 
   straight ‘round the corner and wanted to find it on the TV and watch 
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   the rest of it on the television screen – wanted to see it all, but just 
   wanted to be out of that room. So I think that’s interesting. 
Judith:  That’s interesting about the live and the mediated. You know I think, 
   down the track, because of game-boys and so forth, I think there’s 
   going to be an enormous amount of research to do in that area… …  
   The implications of that are interesting, because in movies – you  
   know, I tried very gently to talk  about the live – in movies, nothing is 
   real  
 Susan:  It’s interesting with The Red Tree back stage tours... the 
Production Manager for The Red Tree, has said that a lot of 
children have asked if the girl – the actor playing the girl – was 
a real person, or was she an anamatron or some sort of sophisticated 
puppet. I think that’s really fascinating. 
[Review of Children’s Forum, transcript, p.5-6]  
2 Family Friendly Environment  
The program content and structure were seen as enabling a family-friendly 
environment. The idea of families together enjoying the arts, was given substantial 
endorsement by family members. Features noted by parents included: everything 
[being] focused towards children; accommodating children’s varying energy levels 
throughout the day; choice and variety; good mixture of quiet and active events and 
activities; different modes of audience engagement; being able to come and go during 
performances. These responses realised the endeavour “to provide content, form, 
contexts and environments that reflect children’s needs and interests” (Richer, 2004, 
p.12). Comments about the venue and use of the outdoor environment were also in 
congruence with the aim to ensure that “parents and teachers feel supported within 
what could otherwise be considered an ‘unsympathetic environment’” (Richer, 2004, 
p.11). Other aspects that contributed to the family-friendly nature of the festival 
included: the food on offer for children which was described by parents as simple, 
reasonably priced and appropriately sized; the lack of restrictions which meant that 
children were able to run and make noise without judgement; the low cost of the 
event; and easy access to information. Parents overwhelmingly indicated (88%) that 
the range of activities on offer at the festival was appropriate for the needs and 
interests of the early childhood age group and had no problem listing the activities 
their children enjoyed the most. 
3 Parents contributions to children’s experience and learning 
To determine the role parents played in children’s overall experience we asked 
respondents to name opportunities where parents could take part with their children.  
Figure 2 shows a breakdown of the activities in which parents were involved.   
 
<Insert Figure 2> 
 
In describing how they were involved parent responses were classified according to 
three types of interaction: non-directive - providing comfort and security; scaffolding 
- challenging a child or assisting the child move beyond current level of functioning; 
and directive - directing child activity to ensure successful completion of a task 
(Weier, 2000). Non-directive behaviour included watching together; enjoying 
together; playing; dancing; participating together; supervising; singing; clapping; 
listening to music; supporting; aesthetically. Scaffolding behaviour reported included 
discussing; assisting with hands-on activities; explaining; reading stories; pointing 
things out (during performances, in artworks); answering child’s questions; 
encouraging child; exploring together; creating together; learning. Directive 
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behaviour was less prevalent and included overseeing and guiding the use of art 
materials and artefacts.  
 
The non-directive interaction strategies reported by parents indicated a primary role 
for parents in simply participating and having fun with their children.  In regard to 
scaffolding strategies, a significant number of parents were engaged in discussions 
which included use of sets, lighting and shadow effects in performances; storyline; 
actors; concepts and ideas presented in performances; Aboriginal and Islander culture; 
the importance of artistic expression; and children’s experiences at the festival in 
general. Parents highlighted the importance of such discussion for enhancing their 
children’s experiences and perceptions of the arts. Discussions began in the theatre 
and continued at home, using live performance as a vehicle to explore further the 
themes, emotions and concepts raised, as well as technical aspects of the arts. 
 
…This is a great opportunity for them to be able to talk in the audience. I think that is 
probably the most important thing for us, that he can come, it goes dark, he can 
squish closer, and that it’s quite a child-friendly performance. 
[Parents Forum, transcript, p.1] 
 
I like the way that something would happen in the show, and it would spark their 
interest, and you could hear them asking each other, like the significance of it. I think 
that when we get home we could take that further and talk to them about the show 
and try and help explain parts of it. 
[Parent’s Forum, transcript, p.2] 
 
I think The Red Tree portrayed a number of emotions that littlies will often encounter. 
So I think it gives it a really nice bouncing board, where we’ve got something that we 
can go back, use the book, but also talk about some of those feelings that our kids 
might feel themselves….taking it into the theatre also removes you from the emotion 
of something that might be happening directly to a child, and gives you a vehicle that 
you can use to discuss it. 
[Parent’s Forum, transcript, p.2] 
 
4 Pursuit of the Arts 
Comments from parents acknowledged the importance of public events as starting 
points for children’s continued pursuit of the arts. They noted: children are the future 
arts audience. Two-thirds of the parents indicated that they were very likely to 
participate in further community arts activity and more than a quarter were likely to do 
so. Parent commitment to continued involvement in the arts with their children, can 
be supported through the provision of positive experiences in public spaces. The type 
of experience is a key factor in the kind of reaction parents and children experience. 
Post-Forum discussion by participants indicated the need for on-going work to assist 
parent and child pursuit of the arts: 
 
Susan:   …there were four mothers I spoke with yesterday; one of them was quite  
upset. They’d taken children 17½ months to 2 years to the show,[The Red 
Tree] which I  would argue is too young anyway. It’s not actually a show 
designed for toddlers. But the mother was quite upset, quite distressed, and I 
think she herself was in an over-wrought state. The child was quite happy. 
But she took her child out at the end of the game sequence where the dragon 
eats the little girl, so there was no pay-off. 
Judith:   And they didn’t get the burp. 
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Susan:   No. [They didn’t get] the funny moment and then the Red Tree moment.  
  That’s what breaks my heart, when they don’t wait for that pay-off moment. 
 
[Review of Children’s Forum, transcript, p.4] 
Learning  
Parents were asked whether they thought they or their children had learned anything 
new about the arts through participation in the festival. Although less than half (41%) 
the parents believed they had gained new insights, the majority (90%) felt that their 
children had learned new things (see Figure 3). 
 
 
<Insert Figure 3 here> 
 
The range of parental learning cited was categorised into key areas including: the 
impact of live performance on young children; the high quality of the arts; cultural 
diversity; age appropriateness; and technical aspects of the arts. Parents’ perceptions of 
their children’s learning fell under many of the same categories as their own learning, 
although encompassing a range of additional insights. Some parents highlighted the 
experience as a catalyst for later learning, noting that much more learning would 
become apparent in the days and weeks following the festival experience.  Parents 
were clearly aware of the potential for learning provided by exposure to public arts 
events, and the opportunity for the enriching of parent-child relationships via 
engagement in the arts - in the words of one parent, the festival provides “an 
opportunity for children and parents to interact while exposing children to arts.” 
Summary and conclusion 
The parents and children engaged in the arts experiences provided by a public arts 
festival for children confirmed the benefit in providing a rich variety of experiences, a 
family-friendly environment, and privileging children as capable and creative beings. 
Informed by a clear understanding of the everyday experiences and perceptions of 
young children, this arts event ‘made children visible’, not only by inviting them to 
engage with and appreciate arts in public spaces, but also by enabling parents and the 
wider community to see the capabilities of children, and their capacities for creativity, 
problem-solving and experiencing the aesthetic. Children and their parents 
overwhelmingly endorsed the goals of the festival. They reported learning a great deal 
from their experiences, through their exposure to new ideas, cultural events and 
performances, and being part of an overall aesthetic experience which was more than 
“din, colour and movement”. 
 
The festival was judged to be family-friendly, and a support in assisting parents and 
children to engage in the arts. The use, by children, of public space and public art was 
visible to the casual observer, but also supported by data gathered through a number 
of sources. Parents commented on the practicalities of the organisation and running of 
the festival, as well as the content and quality of the curated programme. Parents 
contributed to their children’s experience of the festival, the degree of participation 
ranging along a spectrum. Many parents saw their part as participating alongside their 
children, enjoying the experiences with them, and being there to provide comfort, 
support and security. Others reported taking a more directive role, assisting with 
hands-on activities, pointing out things, explaining, and reading stories. 
 
There was an overwhelming indication that parents saw this kind of public arts 
festival pitched towards young children as a sound introduction to the arts, and that 
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further pursuit the arts with children was likely. Parents were aware of the potential 
for learning and the opportunity for enriching parent-child relationships through 
engagement in the arts - in the words of one parent, the festival provided “an 
opportunity for children and parents to interact while exposing children to arts.” 
 
Further research to understand the role parents play in supporting a child’s developing 
artistry and arts appreciation may productively focus on pre-visit and post-visit 
interactions between parents and young children. Establishing a group of ‘critical 
friends’ as informants, and enlisting the assistance of pre-service (student) early 
childhood workers in working closely with families may deepen understandings of 
parent and child engagement. In conclusion we note key strategies considered 
responsible for the success of the early childhood festival. 
 
1. The foundation - a sound philosophical and curatorial statement highlighting a 
view of children as competent, capable and creative. All those involved, from 
artists to front-of-house staff, should have a shared understanding of the 
principles that underpin the event. The statement should be an important 
component of the training of the staff and volunteers who will be involved. 
2. Commitment to collaborative engagement through research (both for product 
and processes) and consultation with a wide range of stakeholders (including 
children, parents, artists, teachers, carers, and researchers). Engagement 
outcomes include the connection of participants with the contemporary 
experiences of early childhood. 
3. Trialling new processes and products is undertaken in a context of privileging 
the emotional lives of children, in a child-centred climate. The processes, 
environments and arts products were to support the creativity of children and 
their communities. There is clear value in investing in creative processes that 
provide sophisticated aesthetic learning experiences for children and a program 
that reflects the diversity of 3–8 year old children’s developmental, cultural and 
aesthetic interests and needs. 
4. Working with all levels of government in developing policy can help realize 
and value diversity while simultaneously fostering a just and humane society. 
The challenges of marrying outcomes driven education systems with diverse 
community attitudes, values and levels of education can be addressed through 
such policy development. Policy development should be informed by the 
children themselves. 
5. Engaging creatively with logistical issues such as transport enables parents, 
teachers and carers to be supported. The process and environment supported 
the communication, safety, social and cultural needs of children aged 3 – 8 
years, their carers and families. 
6. Encouraging children’s participation in public life is an important function of 
any public arts event. The visibility of children in an inner-city can be achieved 
through the use of accessible and innovative public art and the use of public 
space. Here, children were encouraged to be seen and heard, beyond the 
immediate ‘din’ of a festival crowd. 
7. Presenting artworks made for, by, about, and with children raises the quality of 
an arts event, taking it beyond merely providing ‘family entertainment’.   
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 Figure 1:  Who chose events attended? 
 
 
   Parent   51 
   Child/ren  23 
   Parent & Child/ren 30 












  Free Events   61 
  Performances  21 
  All activities   20 
  Workshops     7 





 Figure 3:  Learning as a result of attending Out of the Box 
 
 
  Parents 
  Yes         43  (41% of 104 responses) 
  No         61  (59% of 104 responses) 
 
  Children 
  Yes         95  (90% of 105 responses) 
  No         10  (10% of 105 responses) 
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